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Abstract: This paper is a review of empirical research on 
scaffolded teacher-student interactions in English as a Second 
Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign language (EFL) 
classrooms that covers two decades, from 2000 to 2019. Research 
articles were selected through different databases from Science 
Direct, Google Scholar, Scopus and Emerald. The review focuses 
on five key features of the articles, namely temporal distribution, 
location, research design, learning type scaffolded and level of 
education in which the studies were conducted.  Findings of the 
review reveal that studies on teacher-student interactions in the 
ESL and EFL classrooms continue to be relevant. It was also 
found that scaffolding oral skills development was the most 
frequent pedagogic target of teacher-student interactions in the 
ESL and EFL classrooms. The review also revealed that the 
dominant research design used in these studies was the mixed 
mode method, with most of the studies conducted at the upper 
secondary and university levels. The review suggests that 
teacher-student scaffolded interactions in the ESL/EFL 
classrooms remain a potential means of helping students develop 
their English language communicative competence.   
  
Index Terms: Communicative competence, Language 
development, Learning, Scaffolding, Teacher-student 
interactions  
I. INTRODUCTION 
  Scaffolding is a term in the language of building 
construction that refers to a support structure of a building 
which is later removed. Bruner used the term in education, as 
a metaphor for supporting learners in the teaching and 
learning context. Scaffolding relates directly to the Zone of 
Proximal Development or ZPD proposed by Vygotsky in his 
sociocultural theory [1], [2]. The zone of proximal 
development is a reference to the learning potential that 
learners can attain by the support or assistance of a more 
capable person [3]. Such support is achieved through the role 
of the teacher as a provider of guidance and encouragement 
[4]. Moreover, the ZPD represents the difference between 
what learners are capable of and what they are not [5]. 
Learners’ movement towards greater understanding in the 
process of learning occurs during shared cultural practices of 
the classroom context in which teacher support is absolutely 
indispensable [6]. [7] made a distinction between three types 
of scaffolding practices. The first is where scaffolding is seen 
as a plan of action in the way the curriculum is developed 
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over a period of time. Second, scaffolding is taken to mean 
the procedures to be used in a given activity. Third, 
scaffolding is viewed as an evolving or emerging 
collaborative process between the expert and novice through 
social interaction in the classroom. [8] opines that 
scaffolding can be expanded to include collaboration among 
a group of learners who construct their learning together. For 
instance, a more capable learner provides assistance in the 
learning process of a less capable learner, thereby creating 
learning opportunities for both. However, the expert-novice 
collaborative process characterized by temporary teacher 
support to students’ learning needs which is referred to as 
pedagogic scaffolding practice [8] is the main focus in this 
review. This is because it is this type of scaffolding that is 
seemingly more problematic for most practicing teachers 
who provide sustained rather than contingent support [9].  
  The pedagogic scaffolding practice has been the subject 
of research interests. Many teachers tend to have a 
misconception of what entails scaffolding, as many perceive 
it to be any type of support during the teaching process [6]. 
[9] state that this misconception has led to the rarity of good 
scaffolding practices among teachers in most classrooms. To 
clarify the concept [9] explain that for scaffolding to take 
place, teachers need to assess existing students’ 
understanding before any support is given. They further state 
that the provision of immediate support to students without 
diagnoses and ascertaining students’ current understanding 
makes scaffolding too general, which may not help the 
attainment of students’ zone of proximal development. 
Teachers might, therefore, need to be trained on ways and 
means of appropriate scaffolding as an effective teaching 
strategy. 
  In scaffolding students’ learning, the role of verbal 
interaction is key, emphasizing the significance of the 
patterns of interactions, which shape classroom discourse. 
Interactional patterns in which there is greater teacher 
control or limited students’ responses in the form of 
predetermined short or closed answers might have little 
space for teacher scaffolding [10]. What is required is an 
interaction that is two-way or dialogic in nature, 
characterized by different types of teacher questions that 
offer greater opportunities for scaffolding to occur. Open and 
probing questions particularly encourage students to expand 
their answers, to elaborate their points and to make 
arguments.  Patterns of interactions in which good 
questioning is employed do create chances for scaffolding to 
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Furthermore, in these types of interactions, teachers use a 
higher frequency of question prompts to invite students’ 
argumentation and interactions. In these instances, students 
respond not only to teacher elicitations but introduce their 
own discourse, which can then be extended by the teacher to 
allow for other students’ participation and contribution. In 
this way, students’ higher-order thinking is facilitated and 
problem-solving skills improved, thus making scaffolding an 
indispensable teaching strategy [9].  
   The research articles reviewed in this paper investigated 
scaffolding in teaching contexts where classroom talk is 
characterized by open dialogues between teachers and 
students.  The focus of the empirical studies selected was on 
teachers’ scaffolding of the development of students’ English 
Second Language competencies. 
 
II. OBJECTIVES OF THE REVIEW 
The objectives of the review were to examine empirical 
research on scaffolding learning in the classroom contexts, 
focusing on developing students’ ESL and EFL 
communicative competences. Furthermore, the review aimed 
at providing ESL/EFL teachers and teacher trainees an 
overview of studies, which had investigated scaffolding 
practices in actual classrooms contexts. This systematic 
review may also contribute to the body of knowledge in the 
literature on scaffolding ESL and EFL development through 
exploring research trends on scaffolding in various locations 
around the world from the year 2000 to 2019. More 
specifically, the objectives of this review were to identify the 
following: 
(i)    temporal distribution of the studies 
(ii) location where the studies were conducted 
(iii) research design used 
(iv) level of education (i.e. primary, secondary, university) 
where the respective studies were conducted.  
(v) learning type and EFL/ESL communicative competence 
investigated 
III. METHODOLOGY 
The focus of this review was based only on published 
selected research articles in educational journals between 
January 2000 and March 2019, which fulfilled the criteria in 
the key search terms used. In order to cover the trends of 
research on scaffolding, a two-decade range was chosen to 
ensure only more current studies were selected. The articles 
fulfilled the criteria for selection first because they have been 
published in reputable scholarly journals. Secondly, the 
contents of the studies relate to the objectives of the review. 
The researchers used Science direct as the main database, 
with additional search made via Google Scholar, Scopus and 
Emerald. 
  The different databases were browsed to retrieve articles 
that are related to scaffolded teacher-student interactions in 
English as a second language development. Following [11] 
as shown in Fig. 1, a systematic review and meta-analysis 
comprising a four-phase diagram and 27-item checklist was 
implemented to ensure a systematic review of the literature.  
Key terms were used in the search for relevant articles. These 
include scaffolding teacher trainees’ communicative 
competence, scaffolding pre-service teachers’ ESL 
proficiency, scaffolding ESL learning, scaffolding 
development of students’ ESL competence. Using these key 
terms yielded a total of 1,129 research articles. Duplicates 
were then eliminated, leaving 513 articles. The number of 
articles was further reduced based on the year of publication 
and the articles’ availability via open access. This finally 
brought the number of eligible articles for analysis to 23, 
comprising 6 qualitative studies, 6 quantitative studies and 
11 mixed mode studies as displayed in Figure 1.  
 
Records identified through database searching
(n = 1110)
Additional identified records through other 
sources
(n = 19)




Full-text articles assessed as eligible
(n = 45)
Studies included in quantitative 
synthesis
(n = 6)
Studies in qualitative synthesis
(n = 6)







































Fig. 1. Flow diagram of Systematic Review of journal  
articles selected for the study 
IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Table 1 shows an overview of the twenty-three (23) 
selected articles. The subsequent sub-sections describe and 
discuss findings of this study based on each research 
objective. 
 
Table 1. Overview of Journal Articles 
on Teacher-Student Scaffolding Selected for Study 
No. Author/Year Location Research 
Design 
1 Tawfik et al,  




(2014)           [14] 
Iran Qualitative 
3 Mahroof (2017) 
                      
[15] 
Sri Lanka Mixed 
Mode 
4 Birjandi & Jazebi 
(2014)           [17] 
Iran Mixed 
Method 
5 Lefstein et al., 
(2018)           [2] 
Israel Mixed 
Mode 
6 Van de Pol et al 
(2012)           [9] 
Netherlands Mixed 
Mode 
7 McNeil (2012)  
                      
[18] 
South Korea Mixed 
Mode 
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8 Hermkes et al. 
(2018)           [6] 
Germany Mixed 
Mode 
9 Muhonen et al 
(2016)           [19] 
Finland Mixed 
Mode 
10 Smit et al (2018) 
                      [5] 
Netherlands Mixed 
Mode 
11 de Jager (2013) 






12 Zarandi & Rahbar 
(2016)           




13 Midat et al (2018) 




14 Asadollahfam et 
al (2012)       [23] 
Iran Quantitativ
e 
15 Bhooth et al 
(2014)           [24] 
Yemen Mixed 
Mode 
16 Mitchell & Pessoa 
(2017)      
                      
[25] 
Qatar Qualitative 
17 Ahangari et al. 
(2014)   




18 Engin (2013)  
                      
[27] 
Turkey Qualitative 
19 Nguyen & 
Williams   (2019) 
                      
[28] 
Australia Qualitative 
20 Wilson (2016) 
                      
[29] 
Australia Qualitative 
21 San Martin 
(2017)           [30] 
Argentina Qualitative 
22 Abdul-Majeed & 
Muhammad 




Renandya & Jun 




A. Temporal Distribution of Reviewed Studies 
Table 2 provides an analysis of the 26 articles that have 
been selected covering two decades (2000-2019) of research 
on scaffolding students’ learning. The distribution shows a 
dispersal of the published articles over the 20-year period 
with a fluctuating increase and decrease of the trend in 







Table 2. Temporal Distribution of Studies 
 
Publication 




2010 0 0 
2011 0 0 
2012 3 13.0 
2013 2 8.6 
2014 5 21.7 
2015 1 4.3 
2016 3 13.0 
2017 3 13.0 
2018 5 21.7 








From Table 2, it is apparent that no articles from 2000 
to 2011 qualified to be reviewed for the purpose of this study. 
However, from 2012 to 2013 five articles fulfilled the criteria 
for selection. From 2014 to 2017, twelve articles were 
published with the highest number of five articles recorded in 
both 2014, representing 21.7%. There was a decline in 2015 
with the publication of only one article and a slight increase 
in 2016 with 3 published articles. Findings of the literature 
review reveal that students on teacher-student interactions 
suffered a decline from 2000 to 2011, but enjoyed a revival of 
interest among researchers commencing 2012 up to the 
present day. This suggests that studies related to 
teacher-student interactions and scaffolding continue to be 
seen by researchers as offering a positive contribution 
towards the teaching and learning of English as a second 
language.  
 
B. Location of Reviewed Studies 
 
Table 3. Location of Studies 
 




North America (U.S.A.) 1 4.3 
South America 1 4.3 
Europe 4 17.3 
Asia 4 17.3 
Middle East 9 39.1 
Australia 2 8.6 







Evidence in Table 3 shows that in general, most studies 
on teacher-student interactions and scaffolding in the ESL 
classroom were conducted in countries where the native 
language is not English. The data shows that the region with 
the highest number of this type of research was the Middle 
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This was followed by Europe and Asia both with 17.3%. 
In contrast, not many such studies were conducted in English 
speaking regions and countries like North America (U.S.A.) 
and Australia, with each country respectively forming 4.3% 
of the reviewed studies. 
This gives credence to Kachru’s Three Circles Model of 
native English speaker inner circle and non-native outer and 
expanding circle of English as a global, second or foreign 
language [33]. It also reinforces Kachru’s [34] arguments on 
the importance of research of English teaching and learning 
in ESL and EFL contexts as depicted by the results in this 
review.  
 
C. Research Design Employed in Reviewed Studies 
The reviewed studies employed one of three popular 
research designs as shown in Table 4 below. 
 
Table 4. Research Design Employed 
Research Design Frequency  Percentage 
(%) 
Qualitative 6 26.0 
Quantitative 6 26.0 








As can be seen from Table 4, of the three research designs, 
the dominant design employed was the mixed mode method. 
Nearly 50% of the studies reviewed opted for this research 
design. This is probably because the combination of 
qualitative and quantitative research design provides better 
understanding of the problem being investigated in 
comparison to using only one or the other method [35]. 
 
D. Education Level Involved in Reviewed Studies 
Table 5. Education Level where Studies were Conducted 
 
Level of Education Frequency  Percentage 
(%) 
Primary School  3 13.0 
Low/Junior Secondary  2 8.6 
High/Upper Secondary  9 39.1 








Table 5 shows where – in terms of level of education – the 
selected studies were conducted. Secondary school teachers 
and students formed the highest group of participants 
investigated, making up 47.7% of the studies of the reviewed 
articles with 42.3%. This was closely followed by studies 
conducted at the university level, with 39.1%. This suggests 
that researchers might perceive teacher-student interactions 
and scaffolding to have a greater impact on students who are 




E. Learning Scaffolded 
Table 5. Learning Scaffolded in Reviewed Studies 
 
Learning  Scaffolded  Frequency  Percentage 
(%) 






Developing ESL/EFL Reading 4 17.3 
Developing EFL/ESL Writing 2 8.6 
Developing English as an 














Table 5 shows that most of the reviewed studies 
investigated the development of communicative competence 
in English as a second or foreign language context. Oral 
skills development had the highest count of 7 with 30.0%. 
This emphasizes the significance of oral skill and the need to 
help students overcome its challenges in ESL learning 
contexts [36]. This was followed by studies that investigated 
‘reading’ with 17.3%, with ‘writing’ and ‘grammar’ 
receiving the least attention with 8.6% and 4.3% 
respectively. The disinterest in grammar seems somewhat 
perplexing as grammar in fact requires additional attention 
since it is the resource for developing other competencies 
[37]. As a whole, the development of students’ ESL/EFL 
competencies in oral reading and writing skills as well as 
grammar comprised 60.6% of the articles put together. 
However, 7 of the articles in fact focused on trainee teachers 
and how scaffolding may assist their instructional language. 
These studies comprised 1  (4.3%) scaffolding for English as 
an Additional Language (EAL) instruction, and 6 (26.0%) 
that focused on developing teacher professional practice. 
This indicates that investigations on scaffolding should not 
only focus on developing ESL/EFL students’ language 
competencies, but should also include investigations 
involving teacher trainees or would be teachers. 
V. CONCLUSION 
Based on the tabular presentations, analysis and 
interpretation of results in this review, it is apparent that 
there is renewed interest in research on scaffolding, which in 
different ways benefit students’ learning. Many of the studies 
concentrated on developing the communicative competence 
of non-native ESL/EFL students. The temporal distribution 
of the reviewed research tend to favour the Middle East and 
Europe, with not many investigating scaffolding in other 
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The results also showed interest in investigating scaffolding 
in areas such as EAL and teacher development. Findings of 
this paper suggest that there is a revival of interest on studies 
investigating scaffolding, be it in the teacher-student or 
teacher trainer-teacher trainee contexts. Research in the 
interactional methodology of teacher scaffolding could 
indeed provide significant insights into helping teachers 
improve their pedagogic scaffolding practice. The insights 
could provide the focus for the professional development of 
teachers. This can, in turn, have a greater impact on students’ 
learning, thereby improving their ESL/EFL communicative 
skills.  
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